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Introduction:
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Description automatically generated]After the establishment of Weimar Republic’s expansionist policy in Germany in 1919, Germany experienced a financial growth similarly to the economic incline seen prior to World War 1; and as a result, needed an opportunity to show case the country’s new technological advancements and newly developed products to Europe. To represent this newly founded Weimar Republic, Germany enlisted architect ‘Ludwig Mies Van De Rohe’ and German designer ‘Lilly Reich’, to design and present a building at the Barcelona World’s fair in July 1929, aspiring to exhibit Germany’s expanding influence at the time (Hill, J, 2002). ‘The German Pavilion’ submission that was created emulated the modernist movement that was sweeping Germany at the time and was created with the purpose of hosting ‘King Alphonso XIII’ of Spain, and the German officials stationed at the exposition. The pavilion was then dismantled in the early 1930s, and remained that way for 35 years, until the pavilion was reconstructed on the same site between 1981 and 1986. After securing a permanent spot on the site in 1986, the architects ‘Ignasi de Sola- Morales’, ‘Cristian Cirici’ and ‘Fernando Ramos’’ were tasked not only with rebuilding the textural and constructional detailing of the pavilion but capturing the essence that ‘Mies van der Rohe’ and ‘Lily Reich’ aimed to achieve (Munoz, F, 2019). This essay will explore the reconstruction of the Barcelona pavilion, an insight into the essence Mies and Lily wished to convey, and the modernist legacy it left behind.            Figure 1: Barcelona World’s fair (Fundacio Mies Van Der Rohe, 2024)
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Description automatically generated]The ‘Barcelona Pavilion’ is a timeless example of modernist architecture, and a reflection of the international style movement that was seen In Europe between the 1920s and 1930s. The International style was coined by ‘Henry Russell Hitchcock and Phillip Johnson’, in response to a societal dissatisfaction with the prior eclectic style, the increase in technological advancements and a rapid increase in industrialisation (Britannica, 2020). The style sought to strip ornamentation from design and focus on weightless and minimalist features, such as cantilevers and glass.
              Figure 2: Drawing of Barcelona Pavilion (Personal collection, 2024)

This methodology can be seen clearly throughout the Barcelona Pavilion. (Kassab, 2002) highlights in his thesis, that the pavilion has an open form plan and is situated on top of a “low travertine marble platform”, spanning 53.6 – 17 metres wide. There are eight cruciform columns supporting the ceiling, and a further 8 glass and marble walls adding to the verticality of the design. A pool of water can be seen situated at the top of the stairs, which has been enclosed by a marble wall and features ‘Georg Kolbe’s’ infamous statue, ‘Dawn’, situated delicately on top of the water. The wall and statue can be seen to be reflected onto the surface of the water, adding to the seamless and lustrous essence of the pavilion. Perhaps most notably, the centre of the design features an orange onyx feature which dramatically contrasts the light and airy colour palette of the rest of the pavilion. There is also a chrome plated pillar in front of this wall, isolated in comparison to its counterparts placed by the exterior walls. The design is enveloped by a cantilevered roof which rests upon the columns. 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
            Figure 3: Barcelona Pavilion (Fundacio Mies Van Der Rohe, 2024)
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Description automatically generated]As seen below, “Roman travertine, green Alpine marble, ancient green marble, golden onyx”, glass and steel were a deliberate material choice by Mies, as he aimed to express the complexity of the geometry within these individual elements, evidencing his desire for modernity (Fundacio Mies Van Der Rohe, 2024).
   Figure 4: Onyx Marble used in the pavilion (Fundacio Mies Van Der Rohe, 2024)
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Description automatically generated]                   Figure 5: Exploded axonometric (Personal collection, 2024)

As shown on the exploded axonometric above, the pavilion challenges the functionality of architectural design, and focuses on the idea of showing modernity through form. The ‘Barcelona pavilion’ has no specified use and allows the visitor to focus on the concept of individual presence within the space. Using the plan above to demonstrate how people use the space, (Archeyes, 2023) emphasises how the arrangement of the columns follow a grid system developed by ‘Mies Van de Rohe’, which allows for visitors to be able to move around the space fluidly without being stopped within any “cubical volume”. The light reflects and is intensified by the reflective properties that are featured within the materials used and allow space to be stretched infinitely. ‘Mies Van der Rohe’ and ‘Lilly Reich’, and the ideas that they transpired into their design ethic were extremely representative of allowing visitors to feel their own experience. The essence of the design and principal element is that of openness and fluidity.
The concept of reconstructing the ‘Barcelona Pavilion’ raises a debate regarding authenticity, and how that plays a part in reflecting the European modernism traits that were evident in the initial design in 1929.  As illustrated in his thesis, (Hosey, 2018) draws attention to how the architects in charge of the reconstruction, ‘Ignasi Sola -Morales’, ‘Cristian Circi’, and ‘Fernando Ramos’ also expressed concern in reconstructing the complexities of the Barcelona Pavilion, claiming that they had a “tremor of doubt” at the task at hand. The debate stems from the idea that replicating the original Barcelona Pavilion makes the current building dishonest, reducing the advanced modernist features, raw and natural materials and the concept of the design to a copy. As mentioned earlier, the form, function, spacial context, material choice and essence were created for the purpose and the needs of that specific era, which does not apply in the same way today, eliciting a different societal reaction as architectural trends are ever evolving.
This is evidenced by the reconstruction process. According to (Hosey, 2018), many aspects of reconstruction have been replicated poorly; the colouration of the initial onyx marble stones have been discoloured, many of the specific materials ‘Mies’ used in 1929 were not used to increase the longevity of the design, the Kolbe sculpture is now made from plaster, there is “faux painted stucco substituted for stone”, and the plasterboard is inconsistently applied. 

Conclusion:
To conclude, the Barcelona pavilion of 1929 redefined the international style movement, and was influential to many of the buildings that followed. Its focus on simplicity, transparency and clarity alongside its use of asymmetrical proportionality and geometry challenged traditional forms of architecture and solved the societal problems previously being experienced, by introducing the concept of ‘fluid space’ and the effectiveness of minimalist design.
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        Figure 6: Barcelona Pavilion external (Fundacio Mies Van Der Rohe, 2024)
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