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An Exemplar of Modern Architecture – The Barcelona Pavilion
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Fig 1. Exterior view (Keskeys, 2022)
Historical background
Submitted for the 1928 International exposition in Barcelona, the German Pavilion was designed to host the King of Spain & German officials at the inauguration (Fundació Mies van der Rohe, 2019). More importantly, Germany sought to present the nation’s renewed ideology following WWI. 
Renowned German-American Architect, Mies Van Der Rohe, a leading figure in the international style, was selected to design the Pavilion. Mies stated to the commissioner "we wished here to show what we can do, what we are, how we feel today and show we do not want anything but clarity, simplicity, and honesty.” (Rostarchitects, 2023). During this period, it would become the face of Germany.  




Plan & section
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Fig 2. Floor plan (Fundació Mies van der Rohe, 2019)
Fig 3. Section (Modern Architecture: A Visual Lexicon, 2017)
As is common in Mies’ designs, the pavilion is structured on a formulaic grid system that serves as a foundational framework that the walls work within (Kroll, 2011). Mies was an expert in rectangular forms, he embraced their simplicity & order, using them as an elegant means of defining space. Mies’ famous philosophy ‘less is more’ is evident in the free flowing, open plan design, with no subdivisions. True to his vision, the building seamlessly flows out into the patio transforming the pavilion into one continuous volume, positioned on a raised plinth, reminiscent of classical Greek architecture. This not only signifies the importance of the structure but elevates the building & user from the adjacent grounds, allowing more natural light to seep through. Furthermore, the low, horizontal profile of the pavilion carefully narrows the visitors line of sight to frame precisely what Mies has intended (Kroll, 2011).
Materials & light
Italian travertine, most extensively used throughout the pavilion, wraps the plinth it is held on, and encloses the reflecting pool to the south. When exposed to the sunlight, the travertine illuminates providing a natural light source that enhances the open area (Kroll, 2011). The reflecting pool evidently further amplifies this effect & reinforces the pavilion’s sense of grandeur. By eliminating subdivision between walls, Mies seamlessly integrates the exterior elements with the interior, creating one continuous volume.
A defining feature of the pavilion is the freestanding onyx wall, a central principle within the design development for Mies & the spatial composition. Positioned to create a U-turn, encouraging fluid movement rather than a linear path. Mies’ expertise in stone, gained from time in his father’s stone masonry firm, is evident in the walls broaching technique. A method so that when split, the onyx & marble reveal symmetrical patterns (Krohn, 2014, pp. 76-80). This approach coincided with Mies’ principles of symmetry and order that shaped his designs and philosophy. 
Idea & theory
Positioned with purpose, the German pavilion would stand in the path of visitors in search of the main attraction, the ‘Spanish village’ (Callahan, 2021). However, rather than obstructing movement, the design directs their experience and guides them along a path framing views, subtly provided by Mies.
More significantly the lack of exhibition space would transform the pavilion into the sole subject of the exhibition (Kroll, 2011). Set to be a place of tranquillity and escape, its primary purpose possibly arose from the want to showcase the new Weimer Germany and create a new identity, post-World War 1, it was an attempt to emphasise the Nation’s progressive and modern ideology. The free flowing and open space design is thoroughly pacifist, evidently aligning with Weimer’s vision of Germany’s future and aspiration to be a "voice to the spirit of a new era" (Callahan, 2021). 
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Fig 4. Southern side reflecting pool (Pereira, n.d.)
The use of sleek, waxed marble and onyx were not solely for vanity and novelty but to express the nation’s modernity through the precision and clarity in craftsmanship (Fundació Mies van der Rohe, 2019). Meanwhile, the floating roof elevated above the interior supported by eight slender cruciform columns gives the volume a sense of weightlessness, reinforcing the open-plan concept. Projecting beyond the interior, blending more and blurring the line between exterior and interior, further emphases the continuous volume of the structure (Kroll, 2011). This architectural feature can be seen as symbolic of Germany’s attempt to reintegrate back into the global stage following their post-war isolation.
Conclusion/summary
The Barcelona pavilion evidently cemented itself in history, truly the world’s first open-plan house. As aforementioned, the goal was to showcase Weimer’s renewed Germany, Mies when tasked with the project was not concerned with politics, a building to him was not a piece of propaganda, yet work was work (Guardian, 2002).Nevertheless, not long after the pavilion was constructed, Germany’s politics was soon to see a change upon the horizon with the rising regime of the Nazis. Nevertheless, Mies’ architectural goals all exceeded, a free-flowing open plan, stripped of its rigid walls, that combined with the slender cruciform columns allowed for uninterrupted movement within the space. Visitors were guided through organically, presented with views framed by Mies rather than a free for all exhibit that housed art. The transparency of the structure and clarity perfectly complimented the focus of Weimer’s Germany. The stillness of the reflecting pool on the southern side further alleviated this, reinforcing the pavilion’s serene ambiance aligning with Germany’s desire. The political goal of the pavilion may have at the time for but a short moment have succeeded in convincing at a global stage, of the Nation’s evolution.  Furthermore, a key objective was to create a weightless spatial experience, through its strategic choice of materials. The marble and onyx walls for example were chosen not for simple appeal and symmetrical features but due to their ability to interact with light. Through their illuminated, warm glow, the open plan pavilion was lit naturally and thus sustainable in design.  The success of the Barcelona pavilion is truly evident now more than ever. The pavilion was deconstructed in 1930 and became a key figure in Mies’ career and twentieth century architecture overtime. Thus the building was reconstructed upon the same site in 1986 and still stands today free to the public, a lasting testament to the career and architect that is Mies Van Der Rohe (Fundació Mies van der Rohe, 2019).
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