The Architect as Producer:

Hannes Meyer and the Proletarianisation of the Western Architect

Amir Dijalali

‘The revolutionary intellectual appears, first and fore-
most, as a traitor to his class of origin.” This betrayal
consists, in the case of the writer, in behaviour which
changes him from a reproducer of the apparatus of
production into an engineer who sees his task as the
effort of adapting that apparatus to the aims of the
proletarian revolution.

Walter Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer’ (1934)

The architects of the modern movement advocated
the advent of mechanisation and standardisation in
architecture and its design procedures. Rejecting
the position of the architect as a talented individual
infused with artistic genius, they promoted an
architecture based on repetition and typisation, in
which collective needs are placed before the indi-
vidual’s inspiration. Nonetheless, most of the time
this emphasis has remained on an ideal level. In
the work of the European masters, ideas of stand-
ardisation and the assimilation of architecture with
industry continued on a rather superficial level,
producing at best a new image or a new style for
architecture. The ways in which architecture was
produced remained quite traditional: except for
some experimental schemes, the new architecture
was still built relying on pre-industrial craftsmanship.
Similarly, the organisation of the architectural offices
of the modern movement masters remained those
of the traditional artist's workshop. Architectural
education, even in its most advanced experiments,
was still based on this tradition. Despite Gropius’s
pleas for the unity of art and technique, the teaching
at the Bauhaus was still based on a romantic ideal
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of formal and artistic autonomy. Industry and the
modern world remained somehow an ideal refer-
ence; the intellectual separation of the architect
from the realm of the labour market and its laws was
cherished as a guarantee of artistic freedom.

One exception to this approach is constituted
by the work of Swiss architect Hannes Meyer.
[fig. 11 Unlike his more famous contemporaries,
Hannes Meyer’s effort was not concentrated on the
construction of new forms of aesthetics and space,
but rather on the transformation of the procedures
and means through which architecture and the city
were produced. For Meyer, this meant radically
rethinking not only the means by which architecture
was built. Reconstructing architecture also implied
understanding the role of architects in the building
process, their languages and means of production,
and the ways in which they collaborate with each
other and with the builders. Ultimately for Meyer,
modern architecture did not mean constructing a
new image for the city, but rather questioning the
very basis on which architecture had been consid-
ered since its ‘invention’ during the Renaissance;
namely, by undermining the tendency to see the
architect as the only author and deus ex machina
of architecture. In other words, Meyer’s practice
was based on a critique of the role of intellectual
labour vis-a-vis the pervasiveness of industry in the
contemporary world. The scandalous outcome of
such a critique would not only be the destruction
of architecture as an autonomous discipline and its
assimilation in the practice of building. Meyer also
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saw the necessity to destroy architects as intellec-
tuals and assimilate their labour to that of salaried
workers in a conscious process of proletarianisation.

This article explores a series of concepts devel-
oped by Hannes Meyer between 1927 and 1932,
during his time as director of the Bauhaus in Dessau
(1928-30) and during the first years of his Soviet
experience. In these years, Meyer had the opportu-
nity to develop and test new forms of organisation
for the production of architecture in his everyday
practice as an architect, teacher and school
director. His project was destined to fail. Meyer was
forced to flee and live in exile many times during
his life. Despite the good financial performance of
the Bauhaus under his direction, he was expelled
from the school because of his ill-concealed leftist
sympathies. Free to express his Marxist positions,
in the Soviet Union he became an ardent Stalinist.
Even so, his loyalty to the dominant doctrine still did
not prevent him from being blacklisted as a petty
bourgeois advocate of modernist aesthetics. In
Mexico, his fame as a Stalinist prevented him from
receiving commissions after Trotsky’'s assassina-
tion. In his last years, Meyer lived isolated from the
rest of the design world: his Bauhaus experience
was erased from the construction of the Bauhaus
myth during the post-war period. At the same time,
DDR authorities did not like his prewar avant-garde
allegiance — in particular his experience as editor of
ABC — and saw him as a bourgeois formalist.’

Nevertheless, Meyer’s liminal position, which
blurred the distinction between avant-garde and
everyday practices, revolutionary agitation and tech-
nical work, is particularly instructive in investigating
the genealogy of the contemporary organisation of
architectural production. In his archaeology of the
architectural profession, Andrew Saint has defined
the case of Meyer and his exiled fellow comrades
as a continuing challenge to the ideology and the
orthodox representation of the Western architect.?
Although when Saint was writing in 1983 it was still

possible to claim the existence of such an ortho-
doxy, today we are left with professional figures
deprived of their previous certainties and defined
role in society. Some of Meyer’s most visionary
prophecies on the nature of architectural labour
seem fully realised today, well beyond his own
original intentions. ‘Diffused intelligence’, multidisci-
plinarity, participation and ‘networked practices’, far
from being revolutionary concepts, are at the core
of architectural production today, and the proletari-
anisation of architectural labour is not emerging as
the outcome of a revolutionary process.

Meyer’s work as agitator, organiser and school
director provides the opportunity to develop a theory
of intellectual labour and knowledge production
in architecture. This means investigating not only
the techniques, languages, institutions and forms
of organisation through which architectural knowl-
edge is produced, but also sketching the affective
and subjective portrait of architects in a moment in
which their traditional role is deeply questioned.

The radicalisation of the Bauhaus curriculum
Meyer was appointed as a director of the Bauhaus
in 1928, after Gropius’s resignation. Gropius himself
suggested Meyer as his successor, since, as he
personally declared, he did not suspect his political
leanings. On the contrary, he appreciated Meyer’s
designs for the Petersschule in Basel and his entry
for the Society of Nations competition, and he
greatly valued Meyer’s polemic attitude and social
involvement as key elements for reconstructing the
Bauhaus’ unstable situation both within and outside
the school.®

Despite the general prestige that the Bauhaus
school had among designers and prospective
students, it had to face the political suspicion of the
reactionary political forces that were growing in the
province of Anhalt, and in particular in the city of
Dessau. Gropius’s idea to move the school to the
liberal-democratic Dessau instead of to the more



Fig. 1: Hannes Meyer at the site of the Federal School of the General Trade Unions (ADGB) in Bernau near Berlin
(1928). Photo: Erich Consemdiller(?), Stephan Consemdiller, Stiftung Bauhaus Dessau.



progressive social-democratic city of Frankfurt, was
meant to grant a larger degree of didactic autonomy
to the school, thus avoiding the capillary control of
the Frankfurt authorities over the architecture of the
city and its planning matters.* But the same political
forces in which Gropius trusted would be those that
forced Meyer to resign.

On the internal front, the school was divided
between the painter’s attitude, epitomised by Klee
and Kandinsky, who privileged a didactic approach
based on the teaching of form and composition,
considered autonomous entities with their own
specific laws; and Gropius’s option for a socially
oriented workshop practice capable of training
a new kind of professional figure for the rising
industrial and machine age. This new practitioner
would have to be able to cope with the needs of
standardisation and mass production imposed by
new emerging lifestyles.® But while in 1919 this
programme was revolutionary and accompanied by
a great wave of enthusiasm, by 1926 it sounded like
an empty academic exercise.

By that time, standardisation, mass produc-
tion and mechanisation were already much more
developed than avant-garde artists could have
ever imagined, and they entered the everyday life
of the masses without the help of the reformist
programmes of the Bauhaus.® On the contrary,
the Bauhaus proved unable to cope with these
social transformations, limiting itself to the promo-
tion of a new aesthetic: a Bauhaus style. Despite
its programmatic intentions, the Bauhaus ended up
isolating itself more and more from society. At best,
the masters employed the teaching at the Bauhaus
as a tool to procure personal commissions, as in
the case of the buildings by Gropius in Dessau, or
the production of Marcel Breuer’s steel tube chairs.”

The social reality of the time seemed much more
advanced than any programmatic manifesto. This
atmosphere is captured in a text that Hannes Meyer

wrote in 1926 titled ‘Die neue Welt’ (The New World).8
In this peculiar text, Meyer starts enumerating, in
an apparently random order, a series of technical
achievements of the machine age and the benefits
they had brought to the lives of the masses. In the
form of a cinematic montage or of a Dada collage,
Meyer juxtaposes the names of brands, patents,
sportsmen and actors as the epic characters in the
construction of a collective mythology of the present.
No distinction is posed between high and low forms
of culture. The roles of Sigmund Freud, Anatole
France and Albert Einstein in shaping the new
world are no less than those of Douglas Fairbanks,
Suzanne Langlan and Paavo Nurmi. The develop-
ment of radio, DIN standardisation norms and the
League of Nations are presented on the same level
as bobbed haircuts, advertising and the tango. In his
rhythmic, obsessive juxtaposition of high and low
registers, spiritual and technical language, literary
and popular idioms, Meyer is able to sketch the
emergence of new forms of metropolitan life. In this
process, Meyer finds the elements for the liberation
of mankind from the bonds of localism, tradition,
patriarchy, individualism, and, ultimately, from the
bonds of human nature itself. Constructivism for
Meyer means the possibility of actively organising
collective forms of perception and coexistence.
Through its new means of constructive expression,
architecture would be nothing other than the possi-
bility of directly achieving this constructive ethos.
In this sense, function supplants composition.
Composition is the process of form making based
on alleged internal aesthetic properties. Conversely,
function is form making based on the capacity to
shape life.®

Meyer’s account of art in ‘Die neue Welt' tells of
the situation in which he found the Bauhaus when
he arrived in 1926. Meyer rejects altogether the
possibility of the autonomy of art and the artist.
For Meyer, art has the capacity to anticipate what
has not yet become possible. In the words of Piet
Mondrian: ‘What has been achieved so far’ is ‘a



substitute for the better achievement that still has
to be achieved."® Meyer was probably sensing that
the role of art had already been superseded by life
itself, and that it was time to downscale its role in
the Bauhaus curriculum.

The style and content of ‘Die neue Welt’ were not
scandalous at the time, and Gropius was able to find
concepts that were very close to those contained in
his early writings."" Despite its assertive tone, the
article can still be read as an idealistic declaration
of faith in a harmonious and progressive direction of
history, in which capitalistic industry actively paves
the way for human liberation. In his attempt to direct
the Bauhaus curriculum towards more constructive
and social topics, Gropius first invited Meyer to chair
the new building department at the Bauhaus, and
then, forced to resign as its director, appointed him
his successor."?

Yet the way in which Meyer structured his director-
ship was far from a reassuring separation between
intent and practice. On the contrary, Meyer actually
put into practice what Gropius had theorised in the
preceding years. Despite the subsequent polemics
between the two, and historians’ narratives that
distinguish ‘two’ Bauhaus, one can find a singular
continuity between the periods in which Gropius
and Meyer were directors. Despite Meyer’s attempt
to take all the credit for the miraculous financial
performance of the Bauhaus in the years 1928-30,
the seeds of this success were sown by Gropius
in his last years as director. Meyer’s genius was to
accelerate the process that Gropius had already
set in motion and to dramatically unveil its internal
contradictions.®

When Gropius moved the school to Dessau, he
sought to find links with local industries and founded
a commercial company called ‘Bauhaus G.m.b.H.".
In 1926, Joseph Albers was appointed as the
preliminary Bauhaus course master. His approach
differed from his predecessors; it abandoned their

spiritualistic and perception-based approach to
form, colour and materials. Instead, Albers focused
on constructive principles, economy and effi-
ciency, privileging an inventor rather than a creator
approach. The appointment of Bauhaus alumni as
workshop masters allowed them to take advan-
tage of the skills of new professional figures who
were able to combine a theoretical and a practical

approach to subject matter.

In 1928, Meyer reorganised the Bauhaus course
structure. [fig. 2] His programme sought to put the
school in the service of the collective needs of the
New World: ‘Do we want to be in tune with the neces-
sities of the world out there and collaborate with
the formation of new forms of life, or do we want to
remain an island in which personal values are culti-
vated?’'® Meyer organised the school’'s programme
into four curricula: weaving, advertising, interior
design and building. The first term was a common
preliminary course led by Joseph Albers, meant to
wean the student ‘away from tradition as much as
possible, and to awaken in him the forces dormant
in everyone’."® For the building curriculum, Meyer
envisioned the first two general terms of a building
workshop, in which the manual skills and craftsman-
ship of the students were trained. The fourth, fifth
and sixth terms were dedicated to ‘building theory’,
which introduced science and social theory in
order for the student to ‘it his activities into modern
society’, and to achieve a scientific definition of
building as ‘the organisation of all life’s processes’."”
The final seventh, eighth and ninth terms were dedi-
cated to the building studio, which entailed working
on commissions for external partners, thus dealing
with real-life building problems. The commissions
included the realisation of ninety working-class
dwellings in Dessau-Toérten, which had been
already initiated by Gropius, and the design for the
worker’s union school in Bernau. [fig. 3] The sixty
rooms of the school were furnished with Bauhaus
furniture. The weaving workshops produced proto-
types for the neighbouring industries, including new
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Fig. 2: The curriculum structure of the Bauhaus, 1928. Source: HAB Dessau, redrawn by the author.



Fig. 3: Hannes Meyer, Hans Wittwer and building workshop Bauhaus Dessau (design). Trade Union School of ADGB
(Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) Bernau near Berlin, 1930. Source: Bauhaus Dessau Stiftung.



experimental materials. The Bauhaus wallpaper clad
‘more than 20,000 rooms in Germany and neigh-
bouring countries’, and Bauhaus advertisement
posters and catalogues were printed for various
firms and public authorities. The new photographic
workshop was employed to document construction
sites and to work in conjunction with the advertise-
ment workshop, while the metal workshop received
commissions from various lamp manufacturers.
Even the theatre workshop began to function as an
autonomous company, touring both in and outside
Germany and exposing its social critique plays to a
wider public.'®

New teachers were appointed for the architec-
ture department, such as Ludwig Hilberseimer, Mart
Stam, Anton Brenner, and Hans Wittwer, who was
also Meyer’s collaborator for the designs of the
Petersschule and the League of Nations building.

In this context, the painting classes led by
Kandinsky and Klee were removed from the offi-
cial curriculum and relegated to the role of elective
classes. Much emphasis has been placed on
showing the reductionist approach to architec-
ture that Hannes Meyer introduced into Bauhaus
courses, which was summarised in two articles/
manifestos published in the school’s magazine.' In
these fast-paced texts, written with no capital letters
and with a sparing use of punctuation, Meyer builds
upon the themes of ‘Die neue Welt’ while pushing
the negation of artistic composition to an extreme
level and in open opposition to the Bauhaus master
painters.?® He proposes overcoming an individual
and emotive artistic discipline through the practice
of ‘pure construction’, seen as a biological function
of a collective social body governed by impersonal
and objective parameters. Yet is it clear that for
Meyer these parameters are not already given,
they have also to be constructed. In fact, the selec-
tion and the order of the requirements that Meyer
prescribes for building a house are the outcome
of a specific choice that might have puzzled more

traditional functionalists.?' The artist thus becomes
an organiser of collective life beyond the constraints
of tradition and the nation state. The sheer reduc-
tionism of Meyer’s ‘building’ has the precise scope
of liberating the intrinsic richness of life in all its
forms: ‘Because this doctrine of building is close to
life’s realities, its theses are constantly changing:
because it finds concrete existence in life, its forms
are as rich in content as life itself. “Richness is all”.’?

This organisational effort was shown not only
in external commissions but also and especially
within the life of the school and in the cooperative
organisation of the workshops. No student worked
alone. In dealing with commissions, students and
masters were organised around multidiscipli-
nary ‘vertical brigades’, comprising students from
various years and various backgrounds. In this way
younger students were helped by older ones under
the supervision of a master. Meyer sought to ban
individual protagonism from the school, both in the
masters and in the students:

the new bauhaus school

as the centre of education in shaping life
makes no selection of the gifted.

[...]

inbreeding, egocentrism, unworldliness, aloofness.
the new building school

is a place for testing aptitude.

everyone has an aptitude for something.

life refuses no one.

a capacity for symbiosis

is inherent in every individual.

hence education for creative design engages
the whole man.

removes inhibitions, anxiety, repression.

eliminates pretence, bias, prejudice.?®

Besides the director’s bombastic declarations, the
school actually experienced an unprecedented
period of financial prosperity. The revenues doubled
between 1928 and 1929, and the number of



students rose from 160 to 197. During the academic
year 1929-30, the administration was even able to
grant a salary to the students and to redistribute
royalties among the workshops.?*

The reasons for Meyer’'s dismissal from the
Bauhaus are well known. He was accused of
allowing politics to enter the school and of toler-
ating the emergence of an anti-Nazi Marxist student
organisation in a school that, according to the idea
of its founder, should be kept apolitical. With the
accusation of being involved in a solidarity fund-
raising to help the striking miners in Mansfeld,
Meyer was removed from his office in 1930 by a
decision of the Dessau Mayor Fritz Hesse.? In
actuality, the reactionary authorities of Dessau were
unable to tolerate a financially and politically auton-
omous Bauhaus. The school that should have been
kept ‘apolitical’ became a propaganda instrument
for the official politics of the municipality. Following
Gropius’s advice, Mies van der Rohe was appointed
as the new director. He had to enforce the original,
apolitical discipline of the school with the help of the
police.?®

The architect in class struggle

Freed from the cautions that his office duties
imposed on him, Meyer retroactively espoused his
opponents’ accusation of Marxism, even going so
far as to relabel his experience at the Bauhaus as
the ‘Krasnyi Bauhaus’, or the ‘Advanced Institute
for Marxist Architecture’.?” Nevertheless, Meyer
never became part of any Communist party, and
his Marxism was highly idiosyncratic and cannot
be ascribed to any official doctrine. Somewhat
naively, Meyer moved to the Soviet Union, where
he expected to find socialism actually realised.?®
[fig. 4] But in his writings from the years 1930-32
one can also read a disenchanted, lucid view of his
experience at the Bauhaus and the ongoing transfor-
mation of architectural practice under capitalist rule.

Meyer declares the liberation of the architect's

work from the fetters of private property under
a planned economy.?® Yet his Soviet production
does not show the originality and power of his
early work in Western Europe. On the contrary, it
seems that his best production stemmed from the
internal contradiction of the capitalistic economy
itself. Paradoxically, it was his experience under the
highly advanced capitalism of 1920s Germany that
gave him the opportunity to produce the best results
of his political project. Meyer was conscious of the
fact that the architect is but a cog in a system of
power relations, and that no Marxist or revolutionary
architecture can ever exist.*® Like Le Corbusier,
Meyer saw architecture as fundamentally opposed
to political revolution. But while Le Corbusier advo-
cated architecture as the last hope against political
turmoil, Meyer saw revolution as a positive historical
force, whose inherent rationality would make archi-
tecture redundant. It is in this sense that Meyer’s
interest in the history of architecture should be read.
Indeed, he attempted to bring history back into his
teaching activity after Gropius had eliminated it
from the Bauhaus curriculum. ‘At the Bauhaus in
Dessau,” Meyer declared, ‘I constantly annoyed
students with the analysis of architectonic orders of
various epochs, with the analyses of the plans of
Paris, Ghent, Basel, and their relation with the domi-
nant social systems in which they arose.”' History
was no longer seen as a repository of models to
be imitated, but as a testing ground for the role of
the architect within the power relations that charac-
terise every epoch.

Through his historical analysis, Meyer sensed
an ongoing trend of the ‘technical collectivisation of
bourgeois life’, which was manifested first in luxury
hotels and resorts, then spread with the Western
architect’s proposal for bourgeois collective houses.
‘In the dying bourgeois building industry,’ he
declared, ‘the germs of the new proletarian building
industry are spreading.”? Yet the bourgeoisie would
not be able to free itself. A political intervention was

necessary to turn the crisis into a project of liberation,



freeing science, art and technology to achieve their
full potential of emancipation. In this way, one can
give new meaning to Meyer’s early texts. ‘Die neue
Welt’ in this context appears less a reductionist soci-
ological analysis and more a retroactive manifesto
for modernity: Meyer does not describe the reality of
the present but isolates a tendency within it with the
scope of actively changing it. Our life is not stand-
ardised, mechanised and internationalised enough:
capital impedes rather than promotes the rational
potential that is immanent in the development of our
society.

Within this tendency internal to capitalist devel-
opment, Meyer saw architecture becoming science
and the end of the division between architecture
and building. In other words, Meyer saw the end of
the division between the intellectual labour of the
architect and the manual labour of the builder. ‘The
increasing exacerbation of the crisis will suffocate
the class-conscious architect, but from a political
point of view, he will become more and more eman-
cipated from his waiting state. He knows that, as an
intellectual worker at the drafting table, he is a slave
like his comrade —the construction worker.”®® But
in the view of militant architects, this is a welcome
development that contributes to their liberation and
final assimilation into the proletarian communal
form of life.

It is for this reason that Meyer transformed the
Bauhaus into a factory and its workshops into
research and development departments for the most
advanced industries of the day; it was his attempt to
accelerate the historical tendency and unleash its
unsettling potential. The salary paid to the students
was a central part of this strategy. By transforming
students into workers, Meyer achieved a twofold
result. On the one hand, he allowed students from
proletarian backgrounds to access the school,
prefiguring a higher education for the masses; and
on the other hand, Meyer proletarised the students
coming from bourgeois families, introducing them

to salaried work, levelling the class differences
within the workshops and promoting cooperation
between students.** The becoming-proletarian of
the Western architect is a joyful process when it is
organised and well funded.

The underground legacy

Meyer’s directorship was eradicated from the
official historical chronicles of the Bauhaus and
dismissed as a negligible incident.?® Ten years after
his death, controversies surrounded the publica-
tion of the first monograph in his honour, edited by
Ulm Hochschule fir Gestaltung professor Claude
Schnaidt. Its publisher Arthur Niggli felt the neces-
sity to write an afterword to distance himself from
the positive account that the book gave of Meyer.
The epilogue contains a letter that Gropius had sent
to Tomas Maldonado some years before, in which
the German master discredits the personality and
work of Meyer as a Bauhaus director.*® Despite the
positive re-evaluation of the work of Hannes Meyer
in Italy in Manfredo Tafuri’'s Venice circle (due to
Francesco Dal Co’s 1969 anthology of Meyer’s
texts for the publisher Marsilio),*” and Aldo Rossi’s
inclusion of Meyer’s Petersschule in Basel among
his selection of canonical ‘rational architecture’ for
the 1973 Milan Triennale,®® an unprejudiced redis-
covery of Meyer’s work only appeared during the
celebration of Meyer’s centenary in 1989, which also
corresponded with the reunification of Germany and
the end of the cold war.*®

For Schnaidt and Maldonado, recuperating the
last Dessau years of the Bauhaus was part of an
attempt to set their work at the Hochschule fir
Gestaltung in continuity with that experience, and,
in particular, with the attempt to merge the activity of
the school with the needs of society and industry.*°
For an almost opposing reason, Dal Co and Tafuri
saw Meyer’s trajectory as part of their polemic
against the progressive culture that had dominated
Italian design culture since the sixties. Meyer’s
opposition to Gropius and the design ideology of the
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Fig. 4: Hannes Meyer lecturing at the School of Architecture in Moscow (WASI), end of 1930. Documentation of the
former Bauhaus Student Konrad Piischel, Stiftung Bauhaus Dessau.



Bauhaus, as well as his capacity to give a political
answer to the impasse of the school, was seen as
an important precedent for the Italian debate over
the role of intellectuals in capitalism’s new develop-
ments. In this context, Meyer was associated with
the German tradition of ‘negative thought’, which,
according to the Venice intellectuals, constituted the
most advanced experience of bourgeois ideology in
its capacity to accept the irreconcilable contradic-
tions contained in reality and turn them into positive
instruments for development.*'

For Rossi and his collaborators, Meyer was
an ‘exalted rationalist’, for whom the compulsive
adherence to a rational, scientific and norma-
tive system led to unprecedentedly poetic results,
encouraging the proliferation of architectural form
instead of repressing it.? [fig. 5] On the contrary, the
work of the Swiss master inspired the anti-formalist,
sociologically oriented analyses of the construction
industry which Jérn Janssen led, first at the ETH
(occupying the same chair that was later held by
Rossi)* then later, together with Linda Clarke, at
the series of Bartlett International Summer Schools
until 1995.44

In the 1990s, the work of Meyer was once again
recuperated in the debate over the autonomy
and criticality of architecture. For Hilde Heynen,
Meyer’s Petersschule, by imposing its architecture
against the contextual condition of the site, and
by its humorous use of sunlight calculations, is an
example of the militant negativity of architecture in
resisting given social constraints and constructing
autonomous domains of resistance.*®

Instead of dealing with the autonomy of the
object, K. Michael Hays approached the archi-
tecture of Hannes Meyer and his fellow Bauhaus
teacher Ludwig Hilberseimer from the point of view
of the modern subject. According to Hays, the archi-
tecture of the two masters, often considered a minor
expression of modern architecture, shows the most

original aspect of modernism: the dissolution of the
alleged universality of the bourgeois subject and
the construction of subjectivity as an open field of
experimentation.4

Today we are probably facing a new wave of
rediscovery regarding Hannes Meyer's work.*
Such an interest can be seen as part of the current
boom of theoretical production in architecture, and
it is possibly connected to the present economic
crisis.*® If in the 1990s the interpretation of Meyer’s
architecture stemmed from reading French post-
structuralist theory, it seems that our allegiance with
Meyer today is mediated by lItalian political thought;
in particular, the various analyses of the centrality
of cognitive work in the post-Fordist economy.*® In
this context, Meyer’s emphasis on cooperation and
his idea of architecture as a collective production
is read through the analyses of cognitive labour
developed by Italian Autonomous Marxism. In this
sense, the autonomy of architecture as a disci-
pline is displaced in favour of the redefinition of the
autonomy of the producers of architecture, through
the liberation and ‘self-valorisation’ of the forces of
social cooperation.%°

At the same time, the Meyer project for a Co-op
Zimmer resonates with the contemporary uprooted
condition of precarious cognitive workers. The
emphasis on occupation and use rather than on
ownership and belonging provides a precedent for
the construction of a contemporary ascetic form of
life opposed to the austerity measures imposed by
mortgages and debts.5’

Meyer and us

It is uncanny to note how some of Meyer’s proph-
ecies, once seen as the delirium of a Stalinist
zealot, have become part of our everyday practice
as architects, students or educators. Ironically, this
did not happen as a consequence of the end of the
capitalist economy, but during its most advanced
developments.



terrase~
= 3 [ 8 i ] e 2|
e e ] S EE Ey
Klasse | halle
== | IS ) 7 5 5 A | 56 P | g
53 e I | 6 0 v 3 |
| == | | =
2 -1
| D et | ot 2 gl |_| T
lnrrln: > “ ,/'/
Masse hale] o
— l‘e‘
< e terrasse
A % ;
7:;' = e freier verkehrsplatz A turnhalle!
schulkiiche
5
\ b
> sliftsgasse — — \
== =] \
e [2252] e N
T — Wasse 3. "J S

== 1:::]
R )
o |
5 . f
—_ |
= =
H '. EZ

i
spielfidche = 345.0 qm

~
lichtgraben

N

//// o

[
\
|
|
\
\ |
[
|
|
|

/
spielfliche = 340.0 qm 'IIH
’ﬂr,”” Masse 1 ]\ P
% H
", l | g TR \
= \ N \\
| N
A [bautiie Y i i \\\
[zs] \
quote \ \\
e [734] \
peterskirchplatz
UM Pelorsgrapg,
\pmn irche.
\ \
\ theoretische beleuchtungskurven
N N fiir fenster von 60° neigung.
)\
\
5
\
\ sl Il
\ \l
=1 )\
g N
- I\
\ 1\
il Bomi
LY
ey s
1
T"DE‘EI‘SS(]I’]U'G iR
4\ haupleinga®s ~ 20| ntwur| ersetat durch
din 472 o

Fig. 5: Hannes Meyer, Hans Wittwer and building course Bauhaus Dessau (design). Competition design for the
Petersschule, Basel, 1926. Stiftung Bauhaus Dessau.



Beyond a merely superficial stylistic point of
view, the introduction of digital technologies in
design has had a threefold effect on the organi-
sation of architectural work and radically changed
the role of the architect in the design process. This
has occurred to such a degree that historian Mario
Carpo speaks of the end of architecture, defined by
Filippo Brunelleschi and Leon Battista Alberti as an
allographic, notational and authorial art.*

On the one hand, through parametric design, the
final form of a building is not fully controlled by the
will of the single designer. The architect is no longer
in charge of intellectually conceiving a building form,
instead he becomes an organiser of the diagram of a
building expressed as a series of relations between
environmental, economic and social parameters,
and formalised as an algorithm. Through the vari-
ation of such parameters, the same code can
produce many different formal outcomes, which the
designer cannot predict. Meyer’s antiformalism and
functionalism is today completely realised to a level
that Meyer himself could not foresee.

Secondly, digital prototyping and fabrication
have removed the distance between the architect
as an intellectual worker in charge of the creative
design phase, and the builder, a mere executor of
the architect’s will. On the contrary, the possibility of
rapidly passing from design to prototyping virtually
removes the six-century-long architectural division
of labour.

Thirdly, building design today is executed less
and less by architects alone and is more and more
conceived as a collaborative enterprise between
a series of social actors and technical specialists.
This is made possible by the widespread use of
Building Information Modelling platforms (BIM).%?
Computer Aided Design (CAD) software used by
architects and engineers as a digital substitute for
the drafting table did not change the traditional role
of the architect as the producer of drawings — the

symbolic representations of physical building
elements produced in lines and hatches. Now,
however, building information models manage
whole series of symbolic objects that not only
represent traditional building elements in terms
of two-dimensional parallel projections or three-
dimensional models, but are also multi-dimensional
representations of material characteristics of the
objects to be built, while also carrying additional
information, such as the climatic performance of
interior environments, programmes and functions,
building and operational costs, financial data, main-
tenance information, and so forth. In a way, building
information models become a ‘permanent, interac-
tive digital doppelgénger of each object of design’,
allowing the control of the architectural object far
beyond its physical configuration.>* The advantage
of such a modelling technology is the possibility it
provides for various specialists to collaborate on
a variety of aspects of the same design through a
standardised protocol. Interestingly, the definition of
such protocols is not imposed as proprietary soft-
ware by private companies but through the work of
national or international standardisation commit-
tees, and several open-source BIM platforms are
being developed by independent communities.%
Meyer’s dream of a shared, standardised, univer-
sally valid, multidisciplinary and collective design
workflow platform is a reality of today’s architectural
practice. In this context, the ‘death of the author’ is
no longer the provocation of a limited number of
avant-garde artists, but the working method of the
world’s largest design consultancy firms.

As Meyer wanted, architects have really become
organisers and their work has become more and
more political: not only do they act as mediators
between different technicians — structural engi-
neers, HVAC specialists, financial programmers,
etc. —but also as mediators between various
economic interests, as well as managers of social
conflicts between land owners, inhabitants, devel-

opers and city administrations.%®



Ironically and in addition, Meyer’s project for
merging education with the social productive reality
outside academia is today one of the pillars of
neoliberal economic doctrine and the organising
principle of all higher education institutions. Faced
with the shrinkage of public support, universities
have turned themselves into corporations, estab-
lishing links with external private companies and
turning to private funds to support their research
activities.>”

then
students have really become workers in a seamless

If universities have become factories,

productive system comprising academic institu-
tions, private corporations and individual freelance
work. Yet, contrary to what Meyer achieved at the
Bauhaus, students today do not receive any salary
for their activities as students. On the contrary, they
have to pay tuition fees that are dramatically rising
every year, and many of them are forced to contract
study debts with banks. Debt also limits the autonomy
of new graduates, whose capacity to choose good
jobs is hampered by the necessity of repaying their
creditors.%® In a thriving job market this problem is
less noticeable. However, as an effect of the 2008
crisis the architectural job market has shrunk signifi-
cantly, along with salaries. In this context, students
and graduates are often forced to perform unpaid
or underpaid work in the form of internships, and
to increase their workload. Architects today have
fewer possibilities of finding permanent and fulfilling
jobs than in the past; and, probably more than other
professional group, they are faced with the prospect
of a precarious lifestyle.®®

As Hannes Meyer wanted, architects today are
becoming proletarians. But the destiny of the prole-
tarisation of the architect is not affecting only the
‘class-conscious architect’ as a joyful existential
project of liberation from bourgeois morals. On the
contrary, it is affecting architects against their will,
bringing about the ‘sad passions’ of competition,
depression and cynicism.®

In the early 2000s, many analysts expressed
their faith in digital technologies and the neoliberal
era, declaring the end of theory, seen as a device
hampering the free development of positive market
forces.®' Today it is clear that the market is not
autonomous and that capitalism will not die a natural
death. Concepts such as ‘projective’ or ‘networked’
practice, ‘design intelligence’, ‘multidisciplinarity’,
‘holistic approach to problem-solving’, rather than
presenting supposedly post-ideological alterna-
tives to cope with the present reality of production,
appear more like ideological constructs to conceal
such a reality, which is actually based on precarity
and existential blackmail. In opposition to such an
ideology, we are experiencing today a resurgence
of a new engagement for architecture, promised by
so-called ‘activist architecture’. Yet activist architects
seem more involved in representing other people’s
struggles, often in exotic third-world contexts, while
overlooking their own condition as architectural
producers.®?

In 1934, Walter Benjamin already warned against
two analogous approaches in a talk titled ‘The
Author as Producer’. At that time, these tenden-
cies were epitomised by the literary movements
of the Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) and of
Aktivismus (Activism). New Objectivity celebrated
the achievements of industry and technique, but
by monumentalising and aestheticising its result,
it ended up concealing the violence and exploi-
tation that made it possible. On the other hand,
Activism was a literary movement that unveiled
the harsh living conditions in which the prole-
tariat had to live, and advocated a future advent
of socialism in which human values would finally
triumph. Despite their good intentions, activist
intellectuals ended up talking about the prole-
tariat, while ultimately maintaining their bourgeois
position and assuming the role of external sympa-
thisers of the proletariat, its wealthy patrons.®

Contrary to these two approaches, Benjamin



saw in Brecht and Weill’'s theatre a third possibility
for the intellectual’s renewed engagement. The
problem for Benjamin is not about the content of
the work, but the way in which it acknowledges and
positions itself in relation to the production of its
day. The work of art should not provide an aesthetic
representation of technique. On the contrary, new
techniques, according to Benjamin, already produce
changes in collective perceptive habits: in other
words, they produce a new aesthetics. The work
of art should then recognise such aesthetic muta-
tion and reverse-engineer it, in order to turn it into a
weapon in the hands of the proletariat. Intellectuals
should recognise their position as producers and
become actively engaged in a conscious process of
becoming proletarian.®

Meyer’s attitude as an intellectual is strikingly
similar. Through his practice he showed that the
capitalistic development of the New World, if left
alone, will not free our lives. Instead, we should
recognise, isolate and accelerate the elements of
liberation and autonomy that are immanent in our
present reality. Perhaps we should realise that
Hannes Meyer’s prophecy should be taken even
further; that architectural practice is not collaborative
enough; that our buildings are not generic enough;
that BIM should be more standardised; that schools
are not sufficiently factories of knowledge; and that
our labour time is not sufficiently merged with our
lives. All the apparatuses that prevent the total
collectivisation of architecture should be removed,
relieving the anxiety imposed through precarity on
the life of architect. Meyer showed the necessity
of a political project to achieve what architecture
alone cannot. Such a project has already been set
in motion through the proposals of political move-
ments across the globe: the elimination of debt,
tuition fees and the introduction of a universal basic
income are its concrete demands.
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